Chapter 1: The Morning Grind


I looked at myself in the mirror for a while, wondering why it was always so hard to go back to school after the weekends. My black hair was too thick. I needed a haircut soon. It’s such a pain to dry it off after a shower every time. I liked how it looked, but the effort wasn’t worth it. Everything feels like too much effort nowadays. I keep cutting everything off.

I zoned out, and made my way from the bus to the hallways of the school. I put my stuff in my locker, and nearly slammed the door on my hand. I walked to English class, and opened the door. Hailey, and her boyfriend James, were shouting about something to whoever would listen, like always. People always listen to her just to score a few points with the “cool girl.” I always just roll my eyes and tune her out.

I sat down next to Meadow. I wasn’t really friends with her at first, but our teacher, Blaze, said that the seats we picked the first day were going to be permanent. I hadn’t planned on that, so I just picked a random seat. I ended up naturally bonding with her from being partnered with “the person closest to you,” and she’s pretty cool, even if she’s quiet. I think I actually kind of like the quiet.

Blaze walked in and started calling names for attendance. She’s actually really young, so she knows how to spice things up for lessons. I think she’s my favorite teacher, and most others agree. Blaze is already a cool name, but some people call her the “Blazing Redhead.” She doesn’t really seem like a teacher to most.

“Jack?” She called.
“Here.” I answered.

Almost missed my name again. Maybe if we started with a more energetic class, like marching band, then I would be more awake. Even though I prefer the guitar, playing the trumpet is still tolerable.

“Winter?” She called.
“Here.” Someone answered.

Winter? Wow, I really need to talk to more people. I’ve never even seen Winter until now, despite the bright, white hair. The lesson continued, and I halfway paid attention. Eventually, the bell rang, and I walked back to my locker. The brown haired kid with the locker next to me, Ben, was talking with his younger sister, Anna, about Winter very loudly. It’s not like I was eavesdropping, I just couldn’t tune it out.

“I haven’t seen them either.” Ben said.
“If they’re a new student, why didn’t Blaze introduce them?” Anna questioned.
“I have no idea.” Ben responded.
“Hey, do you recognise Winter?” Anna asked me.
“No, I’ve never seen them in my life.” I answered.
“Why don’t you just go introduce yourself to them and ask?” Ben said.
“Because it feels weird!” Anna explained.
“I’ll ask them.” I said, seeing them in the hallway. I walked up to them and waved.

“Hey, how are you, Winter?” I asked.
“I’m fine.” They answered. I paused to think of a good question.
“What’s your favorite subject so far?” I said quickly, without much thought.
“I guess English, because I haven’t done any of the other ones yet.” They said, crossing their arms awkwardly.
“Yeah, I mean, which are you looking forward to the most?” I said, acting like I was correcting myself. That was an easy way to get the answer I needed.
“Oh, I guess art. Sorry to ask, but do you have the keys to the storage room?” They asked me.
“Storage room?” I repeated, confused.
“Yeah, I’ve just always wanted to go in one.” They said, dreamily.
“Why? What’s in them?” I asked.
“Exactly.” They said.
The warning bell went off.
“Well, if you don’t have access to it, I’d better get to my next class!” They said, waving, as I walked back to Ben and Anna.

“So, what did they say?” Anna asked me.
“They’re new here. They also wanted to get into the storage room.” I replied.
“Storage room? Why?” She questioned.
“That’s what I said.” I said, with a shrug.
The real bell went off this time.
“Well, we’ll talk about it later.” Anna said.
“Yeah.” I agreed, walking to math class. I really hope Drew isn’t in a grumpy enough mood to give me detention for being a little late again.


Chapter 2: Lunch


“You’re late again.” Drew said, annoyed.
I nodded, walking to my seat.
“One more time and I’ll give you detention.” He said, clearing his throat, and refocusing on the lesson.

Math class was already bad enough, but to have Drew teaching it made it hell. He was boring, mean, old, and grumpy. He’s probably the only teacher who I would say I “hate.” Some are fine, like Legacy and Spencer, but this school is pretty good in terms of teachers. Besides Blaze, I like Finn, our music teacher, and Sakura, my art teacher. Sakura basically just lets you draw whatever, and doesn’t judge you too harshly. She’s really sweet. My old art teacher nearly made me quit. He was a real jerk. Art is a form of expression, not something to be criticized.
“Jack, are you listening to me?” Drew asked.
“Yes, of course.” I lied.
“Then what did I just say?” He questioned.
“Uh, you need to solve for x.” I said, taking a shot in the dark.
“Correct. To solve for x, we need to…” He continued.
It’s always solving for x. Who the hell cares? Just use a calculator.

Math class went by, and so did science class. It was finally lunch time. I sat next to Meadow, as always.

“The new Saw trailer was lame.” She said, as soon as I sat down. She always loved talking about horror movies, edgy music, and Nintendo games. Most people don’t know about that last one. I guess people are right about calling her the “edgy girl” for the most part, with her black hair that always gets in her eyes, but she’s more than that. I don’t like labels in general. Just let people speak for themselves.

“Also, why do they have to change the name of the series every time? First it was Saw, then Jigsaw, then Spiral, now this? Anyways, it just doesn’t look scary. Am I just desensitized from horror now?” She questioned.
“Probably, but to be fair, I didn’t think it looked scary either.” I said.
“Is that a guy or a girl?” She said, pointing at Winter, walking to a table.
“Maybe it’s neither.” I suggested.
“I’ve never seen them before, and I’ve documented every student in this school.” She said, confused.
“I’m well aware.” I said, not wanting to have that conversation again.
Anna and Ben walked over to our table, and sat down.

“Did you figure out why they wanted to go into the storage room?” Anna said, as if the conversation never got interrupted.
“No, I haven’t talked to them since.” I said.
“Hey Ben.” Meadow randomly greeted him. He waved back.
“Have you seen Winter before?” Anna asked Meadow. She nodded her head no.
“It’s just a new student, I don’t understand the big deal.” Ben finally spoke up.
“Yeah.” I agreed.
“I don’t know, they just seem a little...weird.” Anna said.
“Most people say that.” Winter said, suddenly appearing next to Anna, making her flinch.
“I...didn’t mean it, sorry.” Anna quickly said.
“It’s okay.” Winter said, sitting next to Meadow.

“Where did you come from?” Meadow finally asked Winter.
Winter simply shrugged.
“What...what does that mean? You don’t know?” Anna questioned.
“I’m just hanging around.” Winter said.
“Transferred?” Meadow asked.
“Sure.” Winter replied. Meadow took out her phone, and probably typed that for her notes.
“Are you...what do you identify as?” Anna asked Winter.
“What?” They asked.
“What’s your gender?” Anna repeated.
“I don’t know.” They replied.
“Take off your shirt and find out.” Meadow said with a smirk. I lightly kicked her under the table.
“Wait...look at their eyes.” Ben said. We all did. They were changing color, at least a little. Meadow stared into them for a while.
"Yeah, that happens sometimes." They said.
“Cool.” Meadow said, getting close to them, then typing something down on her phone again.
“Do you believe in ghosts?” Winter suddenly asked.
“Hell yeah.” Meadow said, suddenly looking up from her phone.
“There’s a ghost in the storage room. I checked.” Winter said, holding up some kind of machine.
“Nice.” Meadow said, smiling again. It was rare for her to smile, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her go this long.
The warning bell rang.

“I’ll talk to you guys later.” Winter said, walking away.
“Same.” Anna said, walking away, Ben following, but then stopping, and walking back to me.
“I...there’s a project that I need someone...to proof-read...do you want to?” He asked me.
“Uh, sure, when?” I asked.
“Oh, thanks, uh...study hall?” He suggested.
“Sure.” I agreed.
“Okay, thanks, bye.” He said, walking away.
Meadow still sat on the bench, and looked at me.
“Look who’s finally making some more friends.” She said.


Chapter 3: Study Hall


I walked out of social studies class, thankful that Legacy didn’t give us any homework, and arrived in the band room. I got out my trumpet and flimsy, tiny music stand, and Finn led us outside onto the marching field. Finn was really talented, I don’t know what made him become a teacher. He has an amazing singing voice, and can obviously play instruments well. He looks really good, too. Maybe this is just what he wanted to be, despite all that.

I don’t understand how everybody marches so easily. It’s hard enough playing an instrument, but marching too? It’s doing two completely different tasks, that both require an incredible amount of skill, at the same time. It’s hard enough for me to not look like an idiot just walking down the halls. Speaking of looking like an idiot, the hats they make us wear are probably the worst things I've ever worn. Who thought, “Oh, I know, let’s put a feather on top of a weirdly shaped hat!” I think almost everybody involved with making music is insane.

After the worst hour of the day finished, it was time for art class. Sakura let us draw whatever, like most days, so that’s what I did. Usually, I just start with some simple things if I have no ideas, like a head shape, and then I add some details, like the hair and the eyes. By then, I usually think of something. If my idea doesn't fit what I had an idea for, I just restart. If not, I just keep adding onto it until I’m satisfied, or until I force myself to feel satisfied. Today, I drew a ghost in a supply closet.

Finally, the normal classes ended, and the study hall remained. Our principal, Genesis, is really good at being nice to the students. She makes the detentions somewhat tolerable, gives a limit to how much homework the students can get, and lets the study hall be optional. Another example of someone younger understanding what their students like.

I walked to the library for study hall, and saw Ben saving a chair next to him for me. He moved the papers from the chair onto his lap so I could sit down.

"Sorry for making you stay here for study hall." He said.
"It's fine, I was probably going to stay anyway." I lied.
A pause.
"So, what am I proof-reading?" I asked.
"It's just a dumb story I wrote for English class. I know it isn't very good, I'm not a great writer." He said, handing the papers to me.
"It can't be that bad, it definitely can't be as bad as what I write." I said, taking the papers.

I started to read the story. It was about a man coping with the loss of his brother. It was written really well, even better than what I've seen some professionals do. He really knew how to make me feel for the characters, which is really hard to do. There were also a few horror elements thrown in to spice things up. A perfect combination of deep and thrilling.

Once I was finished, I noticed that he was leaning over my shoulder and watching me read and edit his story. I looked over at him, and he moved back a little.

"Sorry, I was just double checking too." He said, with a nervous laugh.
"Wow. That was...really good. Definitely better than anything I could even think of." I said, genuinely impressed.
"Seriously?" He asked, moving back to his original spot.
"Yeah, I mean it." I said, looking at the emotion in his brown eyes.

He stared back into my blue eyes for a while, genuinely moved. He seemed so susceptible to emotions. Just a simple compliment seemed to change his life.

"T-thanks, that means a lot." He said, messing with his hair.
"No problem. Are you planning on becoming a writer?" I said, handing him back his reviewed story.
"I...yeah, a little." He admitted, taking them back.
"You should." I agreed.
A pause.
"You're nice." He said, turning his head away.
"You are too, you should talk more." I replied.
Another pause.
"It's not like anyone likes hearing me talk. I'm not very interesting, I can't play any instruments or anything like you can." He said, his eyes still locked to the floor.
"And it's not like I can write. We all have strengths and weaknesses." I reasoned.
"Yeah, you're right." He said, finally looking at me again.
The bell went off.
"I'm always here if you want someone to proof-read." I said.
"Oh, okay, thanks a lot." He said, smiling.
"No problem." I replied.

We both walked out of the study hall, and into separate buses.


Chapter 4: Don't Be Late


The rest of my day went by fast. Getting home, eating dinner, doing my homework, taking a shower, playing some games or watching some shows, and going to bed, basically. The next thing I knew, it was Tuesday, and English class was over. I got to my locker, and saw Hailey standing near it. I tried to get around her without her noticing, but she saw me and started talking to me.

“Did you hear that Winter got detention for trying to break into the storage room?” She asked.
“No, who saw her?” I asked, surprised that she actually had anything interesting to say.
“Oh, Spencer did, and now he’s guarding the thing like a hawk. Everyone wonders what’s in there that she wanted so badly, and all she says is she found a ghost.” She said.
The warning bell rang, but I tuned it out.
“What do you think is in there?” I said, wondering why Hailey even cared.
“What if it’s drugs, or drinks, or something?” She asked me, seemingly excited.
“I mean, I highly doubt it, but yeah, it’s weird that a teacher is guarding it so protectively.” I agreed.
The real bell went off. I finally realized what that meant.
“Shit, I gotta go, or else I’m joining Winter.” I said, running through the halls.

I sprinted to the door, hoping I would get there before Drew. Technically, I did, but we both arrived there at nearly the same time. I got to my seat, and when Drew finally entered after me, he gave me a slip. It read, “No running in the halls. Punishment: Detention.”

The rest of the class dragged on, and the only thing interesting that happened in science class was that Spencer kept the door open the entire time, sometimes peeking through it to make sure nobody was in the storage room. Then, it was lunch. I sat down next to Meadow, and Winter, Ben, and Anna soon followed.

“You got detention?” I asked Winter.
“Yeah…” Winter admitted.
“Well, at least you’ll have someone to join you.” I said, showing them my slip. That made them smile a bit.
Our principal, Genesis, showed up to our table, which always happened when students got detention.
“Okay, this is just the standard process, Winter. I know you know all of these questions off the top of your head, Jack, I’m just doing this for them. I like checking in on students before detention. Question one, do you believe that this detention was fair?” She asked us.
“Yes.” I said, reluctantly.
“No.” Winter said.
“Why not?” She asked, surprised.
“I was just curious if there was anything interesting inside.” Winter replied.
Genesis laughed.
“I guess that’s fair. You didn’t know the room was off limits?” She questioned. Winter nodded her head no.
“Well, it was your first day, and you couldn’t have known any better...it’s also a very harsh punishment...I’ll let you off with a warning.” She said.
“Thanks.” Winter said.

Everyone at the table looked a little shocked. Nobody thought you could just...explain your way out of detention. I mean, I guess she does give us that question for a reason, I thought it was just rhetorical. Well, I guess I’m going to detention alone again.

“Jack…” Genesis started to ask.
“Library back rooms, study hall.” I said, answering the when and where before she could ask.
“Okay, I should have guessed.” She laughed, starting to walk away.
“Wait!” Ben suddenly called out.
“Yes?” She questioned.
“Uh...can I get detention too?” He asked.
Genesis thought for a moment.
“Sure.” She said, pulling out a slip, writing something on it, handing it to Ben, and walking away.
The slip read, “Being kind. Reward: A trip to the library’s back rooms.”
“You didn’t have to do that.” I said, surprised.
“It’s fine. I just wanted to be able to...proof-read with you again.” He explained.
“Are we all going to ignore that Winter just said “no” to the principal and she agreed?” Meadow asked.

The rest of lunch went normally. Me and Meadow talked about stuff, and Ben jumped into the conversation more this time. Eventually, in Social Studies class, Legacy talked on and on about World War II. How can one man be so invested in one event? I guess over analyzing things can be a little fun, though analyzing death counts is a little morbid. He went on about how dedicated everyone had to be, to fight for each other, and die for each other. People that would do anything, just to stay united. I guess that’s something worth teaching, it’s something most people need to learn.

After drawing a rough war scene sketch in art class, and sweating in the heat in marching band, I trudged into the library, and looked through the window that showed the back rooms. I saw Ben laying on the couch, reading “Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows,” swinging his legs back and forth, without a care in the world. I hesitated, then opened the door. He bookmarked his page and sat up immediately, as I expected.

“You can go back to reading if you want.” I said.
“It’s fine.” He said, putting his hand on his shoulder.
“So, what am I going to proof-read?” I asked.
“Oh, yeah, I don’t actually have anything...I thought I did, but I don’t.” He said, awkwardly, slowly moving his hand down onto his arm, making his arms crossed.
“Oh, well if you don’t want to be here, you don’t have to.” I said.
“No! I, uh, want to.” He hesitated.
A pause.
“What do you wanna do?” I asked.
“I...don’t know.” He said, looking at the floor again.
A pause.

“I don’t understand how to...be cool...or whatever. I always just feel...dull.” He said, out of nowhere.
“Like, nerdy? That’s not a bad thing. I like your personality.” I said, comfortingly.
“I...thanks...but, why does everyone else seem to hate me?” He asked.
“Who hates you?” I asked.
“Well, Hailey is kind of a jerk sometimes.” He said.
“Yeah, the ‘popular girl’ always has an attitude. It’s just their way of getting attention. Don’t worry about them.” I said.
“I used to be made fun of...by people that aren’t here, but...they physically picked on me...I...you look like you could handle that, but I can’t, and I’m always just a little worried.” He admitted.
“What did you want to do? Like, to defend yourself?” I asked.
“Well, they usually just...fought me until I was against a wall or something. Like...pinned me down.” He said, standing up. He looked like he was hesitating to ask something.
“Are you trying to say...you want practice?” I asked.
“...kinda.” He finally let out.
“Well, try to pin me to the wall, then.” I said.
“But you’re taller than me!” He said, distressed.
“Just...give it your best shot. I’ll try to fight back a little, but I won’t hurt you.” I said.
He hesitated, and then ran at me. I put my arms in front of my face, and he tried to grab them. I pulled them away gently, and I grabbed his arm. He pulled it away harder than I expected, and he pushed his body onto mine, pushing us against a wall. He grabbed my arms, and shoved them as high as he could.

“I think you should try to put them down, like, by my side.” I suggested.

He quickly did, without comment, and moved his hands from my arms to my hands. We both looked at each other for a moment, in silence. He suddenly backed away, letting go.

“I...got a bit intense there. Sorry.” He said, looking to the floor.
“No, that was good! You did good! Was I too hard on you?” I asked.
“No. That was good, yeah.” He said, looking around, his eyes slowly drifting closer to my face.
“Do you wanna do it again, or try something else?” I asked.
“Kinda.” He simply said, nervously.
He ran at me again, and I grabbed his arms and gently held them behind his back.
“We should talk, because usually they talk...it’s harder when I do two things at once.” He suggested.
“Yeah, okay...why did they hate you so much?” I asked, while he managed to free one of his arms.
“They...didn’t like me.” He said, pushing against me to try to free his other arm.
“What about you didn’t they like?” I questioned, watching him free his other arm, and taking a hold of one of my arms, and pushing me close to the wall with his free hand.
“They...personal reasons.” He replied, grabbing my other arm, and pushing my arms to my side.
“Like, something you were born with? Something you can’t control?” I asked.
“Yeah.” He said, moving his hands to my hands again.
“I’m just asking this, you don’t have to answer, I just...is it your sexuality?” I asked, gently.
A pause.
“My old friends hated me for that, too.” I admitted.
Another pause.
“You’re…” He paused, his grip on my hands loosening.
“I’m gay, yes.” I said, looking at the relief in his eyes.
Another pause.
He gripped my hands again, opening them up to hold them.

“My parents hate me, Jack.” He said, whispering, suddenly on the verge of tears.
“Ben…” I said, being caught off guard.
“They’re the ones who hurt me.” He said, starting to break down a little.
“Ben, calm down, it’s okay, I…” I said, a little speechless.
He let go of my hands, and started to cry.
“It’s so hard to tell anyone, I can’t believe I just told you.” He said, shaking a little.

He walked over to the couch, and sat there, closing his eyes. I walked back over to him, and he held one of my hands again. He opened his eyes again, and looked at me for a while, while we both tried to talk some more.

“I can help you. I can help you call someone. It’s going to be okay. I’m here for you.” I finally said.

He started crying even more, and I leaned over to hug him. He hugged me back, and whispered in my ear, “Thank you.”


Chapter 5: The Aftermath


I opened the door to the office after detention ended, and Ben followed close behind.

“Ben...he...doesn’t want to take the bus. Can he...walk home?” I asked.
Ben turned his head away from the teacher when she started to look at him.
“What’s wrong?” She asked.
“Personal.” I simply said.
“Um...well, I would need parental confirmation-” She started.
“NO!” Ben quickly blurted out.
A long pause.
“Can I just tell her? She won’t do anything bad, she’s nice.” I asked Ben. He reluctantly nodded.
“His parents...he told me they...hurt him.” I struggled.
“Oh my god.” She said, shocked.
“Yeah, he...he’s scared. We were going to call someone when-” I said, cut off.
“Can we call someone now?” She asked.
“Yes.” Ben quickly said.

I sat with them, Genesis explaining the situation, handing the phone off to Ben occasionally. I texted my parents what was going on. Eventually, she updated me and Ben on what was happening.

“They arrived at Ben’s parents house. Anna saw the police and agreed with everything we accused them of. They even found a bruise on her. They’re under arrest, but they need a place for Anna and Ben to stay. Anna said she has a friend she can stay with. Who do you want to stay-” Genesis started.
“Jack.” Ben said immediately.
“Is that okay?” Genesis asked, knowing it was.
“Of course.” I said, getting out my phone to text my parents.

My parents came to pick up the both of us. He introduced himself, and they seemed to like him. I told Meadow what was going on, and she headed over immediately.

“Hey, Ben. I know it’s not much, but I’m really, really sorry.” She said.
“It’s okay.” Ben replied.
“I’m just glad you’re okay.” She said.
“It’s fine, I’m okay.” He said, a little embarrassed.
“You’re really good at making people open up, Jack. First my problems, now this.” She said.
“I guess so, but I’m not really sure why it happens.” I admitted.
“It’s just how kind you are. It feels like you understand me.” Ben said.
“Well, I’d like to think I do.” I said.

Better. That’s all I can describe how everything felt. Not perfect, definitely not perfect, but better. Nothing ever feels perfect. You can go through your life, thinking you understand it, or thinking everything is going your way, and then something can happen that changes everything, for the better, or for the worse.

I’ve technically known Ben for a long time, but I never realized that I actually liked him, or that he had so many layers. He’s safe from his parents for now, of course, but hopefully he stays somewhere that he likes. They could just toss him into an adoption center or something, but I really don’t want to lose him. I think everything will turn out okay, but what do I know? Not much, apparently.

Everything feels like it’s fine. Everything’s fine right now. I feel like that’s all that matters sometimes.

After a while, Meadow left to go watch a movie with Winter, and it was time to sleep.

“What do you think is going to happen to me?” He asked me.
“All I know is, wherever you go, I’ll go, as long as you want me to.” I answered.
“Of course I want you to.” He said.

He laid down on the sleeping bag on the floor of my room, and it was silent for a while.

“Has anyone ever kissed you?” I asked.
“No.” He replied.
“Me neither.” I admitted.

A pause.

“Have you ever had a boyfriend?” I asked.
“No.” He replied again.
“Me neither.” I admitted again.

A pause.

“Do you want one?” I asked.
“The boyfriend or the kiss?” He asked with a laugh.
“Both.” I clarified.

“Yeah, I'd like that.” He admitted.